Lead-contaminated drinking waters in the public schools of Philadelphia.
Lead exposure is a preventable environmental health concern. Young children between the ages of 1 to 6 are most susceptible to its clinical effects. This article reports the results of lead level determinations in the drinking water of Philadelphia's public school buildings and remediation efforts aimed at dealing with this public health concern. Water samples were collected from drinking sources in 292 school buildings in Philadelphia from May 2000 through January 2001. These samples were collected and sent to reference laboratories for determination of lead levels. A total of 42.5% (124) of schools had water lead levels not exceeding the action level of 20 ppb, of which 3.1% had nondetectable levels or levels less than 5 ppb. A total of 28.7% of buildings had water lead levels ranging from 20 to 50 ppb, 11.6% had levels between 50-100 ppb, and 17.1% had water lead levels of 100 ppb or more. A total of 57.4% of Philadelphia's public school buildings had water lead levels exceeding the Environmental Protection Agencies (EPA) action level of 20 ppb, and 28.7% of school buildings had water with mean lead levels in excess of 50 ppb. Depending on the volume of water consumed, drinking water from school buildings may be a significant source of lead exposure for children in their formative years of development. Although Philadelphia's public school buildings were evaluated, lead-contaminated drinking water in schools is not only an urban concern. School buildings in suburban and rural areas may have similar water lead levels, and testing programs are desirable.